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ABSTRACT
During the past decade, under President Putin’s personal leadership and 
due to his close relations with Japanese Prime Minister Abe, Russia-
Japan ties have reached a high level of cooperation in diplomatic, 
strategic, economic, and cultural fields. However, because of the ongoing 
dispute over the four southernmost Kuril Islands and the consequential 
absence of a peace treaty, Russia and Japan are yet to fully normalize 
their relations. Given the persistent differences in the two countries’ 









quick breakthrough either in the territorial settlement or in the bilateral 
peace treaty negotiations in the near future. This paper provides an 
assessment of the latest developments in Russia’s Japan policy since the 
beginning of Putin’s third presidential term in 2012. Furthermore, it 
offers an overview of the ongoing changes in the Russo-Japanese ties in 
the context of Russia’s strategy of “pivot” toward Asia that highlights 
the growing importance of Japan as Russia’s international and economic 
partner. While identifying the remaining diffi  culties in the ongoing peace 
treaty negotiations, the paper stresses the need for the two countries’ 
leaders to continue their dialogue in search of a permanent solution to 
their outstanding political problems. Finally, drawing from the 
reinvigorated international and strategic cooperation between Russia and 
Japan, the paper discusses the future prospects for full normalization of 
the two nations’ ties in the context of the regional security and economic 
development in the Asia-Pacifi c.
Keywords: Russo-Japanese relations, Russia’s Japan policy, the Kuril 
Island Dispute, Japan’s “Northern Territories”
Introduction
　　In early 2002, at the end of my graduate studies at Johns Hopkins 
School of Advanced International Studies（SAIS）in Washington, DC, I 
published my first academic paper on the subject of Japan-Russia 
relations titled “Japan-Russia Contemporary Relations: Will the Impasse 
Ever End?” This paper was instrumental in helping me secure an 
academic affiliation as a visiting researcher at the Faculty of Law of 
Hosei University, with Professor Shimotomai agreeing to become my 
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academic supervisor and mentor.
　　The paper’s main argument zeroed in on the fact that despite a great 
many opportunities that improved relations could bring to both countries, 
Russia and Japan were unable to normalize their ties due to the 
unresolved territorial dispute over the four southernmost Kuril Islands. 
Presently, the Kuril hurdle continues to be “complex, controversial, and 
emotionally charged in both Japan and Russia,” seeding mistrust and, 
more importantly, hindering the conclusion of a peace treaty and the 
border settlement in the two countries’ relations（Vassiliouk 2002, 85）. 
The paper also discussed various aspects of the Kuril Islands issue, 
including its history, values, and the options for its settlement, stressing 
that many difficult obstacles remained on the road towards finding a 
mutually acceptable solution to the outstanding political problems in the 
two countries’ ties. Published in the second year of the new millennium, 
the paper offered a forward-looking perspective on the future of the 
relations between Russia and Japan, suggesting that “the new century 
should be the time for the two countries to overcome their historic 
differences and, instead of looking backward, redirect their policies 
toward each other into a more harmonious future open to cooperation 
and rapprochement”（Vassiliouk 2002, 76）.
　　Unfortunately, in the span of nearly two decades since that 
publication, there has been very little substantive progress in securing an 
effective solution to the two countries’ territorial dispute. Today, Russia 
and Japan continue to be separated by the unsettled border and the 
diffi  cult legacy of WWII, which underlie their offi  cial policies towards one 
another. In addition, the dispute over the four Kuril Islands, with the 
total area of about 5,000 square km and the population of about 17,000 
Russian residents（including, as of January 2017, 3,000 in Shikotan, 5,500 





in Iturup, and 8,200 in Kunashir）, continues to serve as the main obstacle 
precluding the two countries from achieving a full potential in all spheres 
of their bilateral relations（Izvestia 2018; Yoshida 2019）.
　　Looking at the current state of the Russo-Japanese ties at the start 
of the third decade of the 21st century, this paper maintains a consistent 
position with the conclusions expressed in the previously-mentioned 
publication, subscribing to cautious optimism regarding a possibility of a 
major breakthrough in finding a permanent solution to the outstanding 
political problems in the two countries’ relations. Notwithstanding 
numerous and frequent summit meetings between Russia’s and Japan’s 
top leaders in the past decade, in the absence of major mutual concessions 
and an effective compromise on the territorial dispute, it remains to be 
seen how much progress in the peace-treaty negotiations can be reached 
during Putin’s and Prime Minister Abe’s final terms in office that 
expected to end in March 2024 and September 2021, respectively. In 
addition, it is likely that several geopolitical external developments, such 
as the ongoing tensions in the relations between Russia and the West
（particularly the U. S.）coupled with the strengthening of US-Japan and 
Russia-China military ties in the region, would continue to complicate the 
prospects for the improvement of the political and strategic ties in the 
Russo-Japanese relations. However, as Russia and Japan continue to 
strengthen their cooperation in various spheres, and their top leaders 
continue their dialogue in search for the solutions to the outstanding 
bilateral problems, there is a great potential for the deepening of mutual 
trust and an overall improvement of the Russo-Japanese ties, leading to 
full normalization of their relations in the future.
　　This current paper offers an assessment of Russia’s Japan policy by 
tracking the new developments of the past decade, particularly since the 
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beginning of Putin’s third presidential term in May 2012. It examines 
Russia’s policy toward Japan in the context of Russia’s strategy of the 
“pivot” toward Asia, which underscored the growing importance of Japan 
as Russia’s partner in trade, energy, strategic, and international 
cooperation. In conclusion, the paper draws on a forward-looking 
perspective in addressing the prospects for full normalization of Russia-
Japan ties in the context of the regional stability in the Asia-Pacific 
Region（APR）.
Background of Russia-Japan Ties
　　Despite a short physical distance dividing Russia and Japan, the two 
countries are yet to establish full-fl edged good-neighborly relations, based 
on mutual trust with one another. One of the major reasons for the 
lingering impasse precluding a complete normalization of the two 
countries’ ties today is the territorial row over the four Kuril Islands and 
the absence of a peace treaty that would put a complete end to their 
WWII hostilities.
　　The history of the Russo-Japanese territorial negotiations dates back 
to the mid-19th century, starting with the Shimoda Treaty of Commerce, 
Navigation and Delimitation signed on February 7, 1855. In fact, more 
than a century later, February 7 was officially designated as Japan’s 
“Northern Territories Day”. According to the treaty, Russia and Japan 
officially settled their borders between the Kuril Islands of Urup and 
Iturup, thereby confirming Japan’s ongoing claims of its historic 
sovereignty over the four southernmost Kuril Islands ─ Iturup（or 
“Etorofu” in Japanese）, Kunashir（or “Kunashiri” in Japanese）, Shikotan, 
and Habomai
（1）
. However, half a century later, as a result of Russia’s defeat 





in the 1905 Russo-Japanese War, Japan gained control over the entire 
Kuril Chain as well as the southern part of Sakhalin.
　　Another territorial settlement between the two countries took place 
in the closing days of WWII, when the Soviet Union took advantage of an 
opportunity to settle its historical account with Japan by regaining the 
southern Sakhalin and occupying the entire Kuril Chain. In fact, the 
Soviet Union’s advancement into and seizing the islands referred to as 
Japan’s “Northern Territories” or “the Southern Kurils”, as they are 
known elsewhere, in August-September 1945 laid the ground for the 
ongoing controversy over their sovereignty. However, the Soviet Union 
viewed its participation in the Pacific Front of WWII and the 
consequential territorial gains as legally and morally justified, based on 
the commitment to its WWII allies, the US and the UK, to help them get 
rid of the Japanese aggression in East Asia. In fact, retaking the 
southern Sakhalin and acquiring the entire Kuril Chain was agreed upon 
by the allies during the Yalta Conference held in February 1945, 
essentially as a prize for the Soviet participation in the war against 
Japan.
　　The Soviet Union’s（and presently Russia’s）official position has 
consistently been based on the notion that its sovereignty over the 
territories previously occupied by Japan was sealed with the Soviet 
victory in WWII and thus should not be contested. After all, Japan lost 
some of its territories because it waged an aggressive war in Asia-Pacifi c 
and participated in WWII in the alliance with Nazi Germany. The 
Japanese government, however, insisted that the Soviet entry into the 
（1）　The geographical term “Habomai” actually applies to a group of small islets in the 
Lesser Kuril Chain; for convenience, it will be referred to as a single island in this paper.
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Pacific Front of WWII was in violation of the Neutrality Pact signed 
between Tokyo and Moscow on April 13, 1941. Viewing the Soviet 
takeover of both southern Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands as nothing 
more than the land grab, Japan had also been disputing the results of the 
1951 San Francisco Peace Treaty, which did not specify exactly what 
islands in the Kuril Chain it had to relinquish and to whom. The matter 
was further complicated by the fact that the Soviet Union did not sign 
the treaty, thereby undermining the Soviet legal claims to hold the 
acquired territories and violating international law in the eyes of the 
Japanese.
　　After several years of intense negotiations, in October 1956, the 
Soviet and Japanese governments moved to reestablish their diplomatic 
relations by signing the Joint Declaration that formally ended the state 
of belligerence between the Soviet Union and Japan. The 1956 Declaration 
also included a mutually binding compromise for the territorial dispute 
settlement, paving the way for the fi nal settlement of the border between 
the two former adversaries and stipulating the terms for the conclusion 
of a bilateral peace treaty. According to Article 9 of the Declaration, the 
Soviet Union, “desiring to meet the wishes of Japan and taking into 
consideration the interests of Japan, agrees to hand over to Japan the 
Habomai Islands and the island of Shikotan. However, the actual handing 
over［of］these islands to Japan shall take place after the conclusion of a 
peace treaty between Japan and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics”
（The Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs（MOFA）2001; emphasis 
added）.
　　Because of the diffi  cult geopolitical environment during the Cold War 
and the US interference in Japan’s Soviet policy
（2）
, the Soviet Union and 
Japan failed to fulfill their commitment based on the 1956 Declaration, 





resulting in the politicization of the Kuril Islands dispute and the 
stagnation of the peace treaty talks for nearly half a century. 
Particularly in Japan, the territorial row became the central theme in its 
relations with the Soviet Union. Starting in 1963, Japan offi  cially renamed 
the four southernmost Kuril Islands as its “Hoppo-Ryodo” or “Northern 
Territories
（3）
” and began actively pressing its claims for the return of all 
four Kuril Islands at once as the main pillar of its policy toward the 
Soviet Union and later Russia（Bukh in McCarthy 190）. In response, the 
Soviet Union, which vehemently denied the existence of the territorial row 
with Japan, criticized Tokyo for refusing to accept the outcome of WWII.
　　In the early 1990s, hoping to improve ties with its important 
neighbor in East Asia, the Soviet Union under the Gorbachev’s leadership
（and later Russia under the Yeltsin Administration）drastically changed 
its uncompromising position towards Japan. Not only did Moscow 
recognize the existence of the Kuril Dispute, but also it was now seeking 
to start negotiations in search of a compromise to fully normalize its 
relations with Tokyo（Kurt 139─141）. The Japanese government also 
adjusted its policy towards Russia, by considering a more flexible and 
realistic approach regarding the scope and timeline for the return of its 
（2）　Hasegawa（in Rozman 302）provides a detailed account of the US role in shaping 
Japan’s territorial claims vis-à-vis the Soviet Union in the 1950s. He argues that the US 
was responsible for creating the legal and geographical inconsistencies in the status of the 
four Kuril Islands at the time of the signing of the 1951 San Francisco Peace Treaty, 
directly contributing to the creation of the Kuril dispute and purposely complicating the 
Japanese-Soviet relations.
（3）　Originally, Japan’s territorial claims vis-à-vis the Soviet Union also included demands 
for the return of the southern Sakhalin（Japan’s Karafuto）. However, the claim to the 
southern Sakhalin was officially dropped in 1997 following the improvement in Japan-
Russia ties during the Hashimoto and Yeltsin Administrations（see Vassiliouk 2015, 196─
197）.
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“Northern Territories”, while simultaneously seeking to expand bilateral 
relations in various fi elds, such as trade, energy, culture, and so on. In the 
early 1990s, the two countries also reviewed a possibility of the territorial 
compromise based on the 1956 Declaration, according to which Russia 
would return the smaller two islands（Shikotan and Habomai）to Japan 
once the peace treaty is concluded, thereby putting a complete end to their 
territorial row. However, according to Kazuhiko Togo, then-chief 
negotiator with Russia at the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
Japan ultimately rejected the proposed “maximum concession” from 
Russia, continuing to insist on the return of all four islands at once and, 
as a result, missed the chance to normalize its relations with Russia
（quoted in Inoguchi 197）.
Recent Developments in Russia-Japan Relations
　　A new stage in Russia’s Japan policy emerged in the early 2000s 
when the two countries’ relations experienced a noticeable improvement in 
various spheres of cooperation. In line with Russia’s policy of the so-called 
“pivot” to（or re-balancing towards）Asia, the Russian government under 
the leadership of President Putin began actively promoting Russia’s 
engagement with the Asia-Pacifi c nations, while simultaneously pursuing 
the development of the economic and energy infrastructure of Russia’s 
Eastern Siberian and Far Eastern regions.
　　After his return to presidency for the third term in May 2012, Putin 
further underscored the urgent task of the development of Eastern 
Siberia and the Russian Far East（RFE）as a key pillar of Russia’s 
economic diplomacy in the APR. For the purpose of drawing more 
investment to the RFE, in 2015 the Putin Administration launched the 





Eastern Economic Forum to be held on an annual basis in the city of 
Vladivostok, which in 2012 also hosted Russia’s first APEC summit. 
Additionally, in the “Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation”
（approved by President Putin on November 30, 2016）, Japan was named 
as one of Russia’s key partners in the APR, and building solid relations 
with Japan became a high priority and an important aspect of Russia’s 
overall policy of “pivot” to Asia（The Ministry of Foreign Aff airs of the 
Russian Federation）.
　　In 2012, the substantial progress in Russia-Japan relations was also 
signified by an unprecedented number of official visits and summit 
meetings between President Putin and Prime Minister Shinzo Abe after 
their return to power for the third and second terms, respectively. 
Between December 2012 and January 2020, there have been 27 meetings 
between the two leaders, with the latest summit taking place at the 
Eastern Economic Forum in Vladivostok in September 2019. Over the past 
decade, Putin and Abe have also developed very good, friendly relations 
with one another, symbolized by a high level of trust and personal 
affi  nity. More importantly, President Putin and Prime Minister Abe both 
agreed that political dialogue at the highest level was crucial to guarantee 
the stability of the two countries’ relations. During their meetings, they 
also concluded that, in President Putin’s words, the absence of a peace 
treaty in their bilateral relations was “abnormal” and it was crucial to 
maintain regular talks ultimately aiming at signing the peace treaty in 
the near future as the key prerequisite for full normalization of their 
relations（The Japan Times, 22 February 2013）.
　　During their fi rst offi  cial summit meeting held in Moscow on April 29─
30, 2013, in addition to agreeing to revive stalled territorial talks, Putin 
and Abe signed several important agreements aimed at deepening 
11




economic cooperation, joint energy development, as well as strategic 
cooperation between their two countries. This summit signaled a very 
important offi  cial reset of the two countries’ relations. Not only was Abe 
the first Japan’s top leader to visit Russia in ten years, but also he 
brought with him a delegation of about 120 Japanese business leaders ─ 
the largest in the history of the bilateral relations ─ underscoring Japan’s 
determination to accelerate economic cooperation with Russia（primarily 
in the RFE and Eastern Siberia）in various fi elds. In addition, on June 20, 
2013, during his meeting with Japan’s Senior Vice Foreign Minister 
Masaji Matsuyama, Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Igor Morgulov 
proposed joint development of the four disputed islands. Although not 
entirely new, this proposal focused on the economic opportunities 
stemming from the joint development of the Kuril Islands’ infrastructure 
and related projects, underscoring Moscow’s determination to advance 
peace treaty talks with Tokyo. Although it was initially rejected by his 
Japanese counterpart, Morgulov’s proposal for the joint economic 
activities in the Southern Kurils was later revisited as the so-called 
“condominium” approach
（4）
 by the Japanese side and further discussed at 
the bilateral summit meetings in 2016（The Japan Times, 28 July 2013）.
　　Concerning bilateral strategic cooperation, during their summit 
meeting in Moscow in 2013, President Putin and Prime Minister Abe also 
agreed to establish and launch the “Two-plus-Two” annual strategic 
dialogue between the two countries’ foreign and defense ministers in 
order to discuss key international problems of mutual concern. Aside 
（4）　For a full description of the “condominium approach” to the joint economic activities in 
the disputed territories, see Nobuo Shimotomai, “New Russia-Japan Deal to Make Kuril 
Islands an Area of Cooperation,” 19 December 2016, Valdai Discussion Club, https : //
valdaiclub.com/a/highlights/new-russia-japan-deal-to-make-kuril-islands/.





from a nearly three-year interval in the aftermath of the Ukrainian crisis 
in late 2014, the Russian and Japanese foreign and defense ministries 
have been expanding their international and regional strategic 
cooperation, focusing on such issues as bilateral consultations on North 
Korea, Iran, Syria, and Afghanistan; international cooperation on the 
issues of strategic stability, counterterrorism, cyber-security and 
maritime security; as well as cooperation within the UN and other 
international and regional organizations. Since Russia and Japan both 
participated in the “Six-Party Talks” framework aiming at the North 
Korean denuclearization, they share a common understanding of and 
strong interest in a peaceful solution to the North Korean issue, which 
has been regularly addressed during bilateral summits and other high-
level meetings. Furthermore, with the goal of maintaining peace and 
stability in the APR, Russia and Japan have signifi cantly improved their 
strategic and military cooperation, by strengthening contacts between 
their military, border and law enforcement agencies.
　　In addition to their political dialogue and strategic cooperation, the 
two nations have been advancing their relations in other areas, in 
accordance with the agreements reached during the recent summit 
meetings between their top leaders. Although Japan joined the rest of the 
Western nations in placing the economic sanctions on Russia in response 
to the 2014 Ukrainian crisis, economic cooperation between Russia and 
Japan continued to grow, with bilateral trade totaling USD34.1 billion in 
2014 ─ a slight drop from the record high USD34.8 billion in 2013（MOFA 
2015, 140）. In addition to the expansion of Japan’s direct investment, 
there has been a significant increase in Japan’s exports of automobiles 
and auto parts to Russia. Russia’s exports of chemical and agricultural 
products to Japan grew as well, along with increased joint business 
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activity in the RFE, Eastern Siberia, and other areas of Russia. In 
addition, in accordance with the “Eight-Point Cooperation Plan” proposed 
at the May 2016 Sochi Summit Meeting between Putin and Abe, “over 170 
private-sector projects have been established as of January 2019”（MOFA 
2019, 137）. Still, the two countries’ trade and economic engagement have 
yet to reach their full potential: Russia remains Japan’s 14th largest 
trading partner; while Japan is Russia’s 8th（The Embassy of the Russian 
Federation to Japan）.
　　The largest share of Russia’s exports to Japan consists of energy 
resources. Japan and Russia are natural economic partners that have a 
long history of joint development, investment, and trade in the oil and 
gas sectors of their economies. For Russia, Japan is the second largest 
energy partner and investor（after China）, particularly in the RFE and 
Siberia; while for Japan, Russia is a geographically close, indispensable 
energy supplier, especially of the liquefied natural gas and crude oil. In 
the past decade, in addition to the successful trade and cooperation in the 
traditional oil and gas sectors, the two countries have been expanding 
their cooperation in other energy fields, such as nuclear energy and 
energy efficiency. Several ambitious joint energy and infrastructure 
“mega-projects,” such as the direct Russia-Japan railway communication 
link, the “energy bridge” connecting Khabarovsk, Sakhalin and Hokkaido 
via the undersea gas pipeline, and the Sakhalin-Japan power-grid 
connection project, have also been discussed during the recent Putin-Abe 




（5）　For the analysis of recent developments in the Russo-Japanese energy relations, see 
Vassiliouk 2018, 118─121.





　　In addition to the advanced cooperation in the above-mentioned fi elds, 
Russia and Japan have been advancing their cultural, educational, 
technological, humanitarian, and regional cooperation as well. Regular 
scientifi c and educational exchanges, sports cooperation, annual fi lm and 
culture festivals, youth exchanges, and humanitarian visits ─ all have 
been viewed as the important trust-building measures in the two 
countries’ relations, helping the peoples of Russia and Japan improve 
their amity and mutual understanding. In accordance with the agreement 
made during Putin’s visit to Japan in December 2016, the year of 2018 
was designated as the “Russia-Japan Cross-Year.” During 2018, the two 
countries hosted over 400 events and festivals held in Japan’s Hokkaido 
and Tohoku regions and Russia’s Far East and Eastern Siberia as well as 
other major cities and regional centers in both countries. The same year 
also marked the increased number in people-to-people exchanges, 
especially visits by Japanese citizens to their ancestral graves in the 
disputed islands and visa-free reciprocal visits of Japanese and Russian 
citizens to the southern Kurils and Hokkaido, which were also agreed 
upon during the recent summit meetings（MOFA 2019, 136, 138）.
Latest Developments in the Peace-Treaty Negotiations
　　In the Russian president’s view, continuous implementation of the 
above-listed trust-building measures and active cooperation in all sectors 
of the two countries’ relations should help Russia and Japan move 
forward their efforts for the conclusion of a peace treaty. However, he 
warned, it would be “naïve to believe that this issue could be settled 
overnight”（The Embassy of the Russian Federation to Japan）.
　　The relations between the two countries have gained a new 
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momentum, particularly bilateral cooperation at the institutional and 
diplomatic levels, in 2016. In the year 2016, which also marked the 60th 
anniversary of the 1956 Joint Declaration, Russia and Japan achieved 
remarkable improvement in their relations, leading to the deepening of 
their cooperation virtually in all spheres. At the institutional level, in 
addition to the three Putin-Abe summit meetings, several important 
meetings took place between the two countries’ ministers of energy and 
economy as well as among high-level offi  cials in the banking sector. As a 
result, in late 2016, the countries’ leaders founded the High-Level Group, 
the Advisory Council on Energy, and with the participation of the Japan 
Bank for International Cooperation（JBIC）, the two governments 
established the Russian Direct Investment Fund to help finance the 
prospective joint projects. In addition, in the same year, the Russian and 
Japanese governments signed a large number of agreements on joint 
projects worth billions of US dollars in direct investment in the energy 
and infrastructure sectors of the Russian economy, particularly in the 
RFE and Eastern Siberia.
　　Most notably, in May 2016, during his second summit meeting with 
President Putin held in Sochi, Prime Minister Abe, aiming at advancing 
the territorial talks, announced his administration’s “new strategy” 
towards Russia. In the proposed “Eight-Point Cooperation Plan,” eight 
specific sectors were designated as a part of bilateral cooperation and 
Japan’s economic engagement in Russia. As a result, during Putin’s 
official visit to Japan in December 2016, the two leaders signed 12 
intergovernmental agreements and 68 additional agreements worth 
several billions of US dollars in investment through the envisioned 100 
joint ventures（Torkunov 499）. The two leaders also advanced their 
discussions on joint projects in the disputed islands and established five 





priority areas for possible joint economic activities ─ aquaculture, wind 
power, greenhouse farming, waste recycling, and tourism. It should be 
noted, however, that due to the diffi  culties concerning the legal framework 
caused by the uncertainty over the islands’ sovereignty, the planned joint 
economic activities and projects in the disputed territories, with the 
exception of a pilot project on tourism launched in late October 2019, 
remain problematic, as has been witnessed in their very limited progress 
to date（Kikuchi 2018; The Japan Times 2019）.
　　Although the territorial dispute and peace treaty negotiations were 
present on the agenda of all recent summit meetings between the two 
nations’ leaders, there have been very few substantial new developments. 
While the Russian government officially recognizes the existence of the 
Kuril dispute with Japan, it maintains that Russia’s sovereignty over the 
disputed islands is unquestionable; hence, it sees Japan’s territorial claims 
as “groundless”（The Embassy of the Russian Federation to Japan）. 
Therefore, from Russia’s perspective, the main emphasis of their high-
level meetings with the Japanese counterparts was firmly placed on the 
expansion of Russia’s economic ties and international cooperation with 
Japan. In fact, President Putin maintains a view that in order to find a 
permanent, mutually acceptable solution to the outstanding political 
problems in the two countries’ relations, it is important to advance the 
political dialogue and to promote trust-building measures, which can only 
be achieved through the long-term advancement of bilateral cooperation 
in various areas. At the joint press-conference following the 2013 Moscow 
Summit Meeting with Prime Minister Abe, the Russian president further 
reiterated his view that “［the］bilateral ties are the best instrument for 
resolving［the peace treaty and territorial］problem, as is the 
development of humanitarian contacts. Together, they promote very good 
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conditions that increase trust and bring us closer to resolving the most 
diffi  cult problems”（President of Russia 2013）.
　　Presently, the Japanese side maintains a position that “the greatest 
concern between Japan and Russia is the Northern Territories issue”
（MOFA 2019, 135）. Until recently, leaving little room for a territorial 
compromise, the Japanese government had been insisting on including all 
four disputed islands in the scope of the territorial negotiations with 
Russia as the basic precondition to conclude the peace treaty based on the 
“Tokyo Declaration on Japan-Russia Relations.” The declaration, signed 
by then-President of Russia Yeltsin and then-Prime Minister of Japan 
Hosokawa in 1993, indeed stipulated that all the four islands should be 
included in the bilateral territorial and peace treaty negotiations from 
1993 onwards
（6）
. Based on this position, even if the two countries were to 
agree on the handover of the two smaller islands in accordance with the 
compromise stipulated in the 1956 Joint Declaration, the Japanese would 
insist on continuing the territorial negotiations over the sovereignty of 
the remaining islands, Iturup and Kunashir.
　　In spite of their diverging views on the territorial dispute, President 
Putin and Prime Minister Abe continued their active dialogue and 
negotiations. In 2018, the two leaders held four Summit Meetings, 
supplemented by the four Foreign Ministers’ Meetings. Several new 
important developments concerning a possible compromise emerged 
during the recent territorial discussions. At the plenary session of the 
Eastern Economic Forum in Vladivostok on September 12, 2018, Russian 
President caught his Japanese counterpart by surprise with an 
（6）　See the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Aff airs（MOFA）, Tokyo Declaration on Japan-
Russia Relations, https : //www.mofa.go.jp/region/n-america/us/q&a/declaration.html.





unexpected “peace proposal.” Referring to Japan as “Russia’s natural 
partner,” Putin proposed to Abe to drop any preconditions and to sign a 
peace treaty by the end of 2018. This way, in his view, the two countries 
could drastically improve the level of trust in their relations, which in 
turn would help them negotiate any outstanding problems, such as the 
territorial dispute, on better terms（The Moscow Times 2018）. With this 
surprise move, Putin seems to have shifted a responsibility for the 
progress ─ or the lack thereof ─ in the bilateral peace treaty talks onto 
Japan.
　　Russian observers, such as one of the leading experts on strategic 
issues and international relations, Professor Sergey Oznobishchev from 
MGIMO University, welcomed Putin’s surprise off er to Japan, viewing it 
as “a very forward-looking decision” that, if implemented, “would 
immediately raise the level of bilateral relations and create possibilities of 
a qualitatively new level” in the two countries’ relations（in Inoguchi 
199）. However, the Japanese side ultimately rejected the Russian 
president’s off er calling it “unacceptable” on the grounds that signing the 
peace treaty before settling the territorial issue would strip Japan of any 
leverage and could permanently seal the Russian sovereignty over the 
disputed islands. The Abe Administration’s spokesperson, Chief Cabinet 
Secretary Yoshihide Suga, reiterated Japan’s traditional position that 
“the territorial dispute must be resolved before the two nations can ever 
sign a peace treaty”（The Japan Times, 12 September 2018; emphasis 
added）. However, during the November 2018 Summit Meeting in 
Singapore and the December 2018 Summit Meeting in Buenos Aires, Abe 
and Putin agreed to step up the pace of their peace treaty negotiations, 
specifi cally citing the 1956 Joint Declaration, which was considered as the 
basis for the territorial settlement during the 2001 Irkutsk Summit 
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Meeting between President Putin and then-Prime Minister Mori（MOFA 
2018）. It should be noted that presently, the Japan-Soviet Joint 
Declaration of 1956, which was ratifi ed by the two countries’ parliaments, 
remains as the only legally binding document concerning the territorial 
negotiations in Russia-Japan relations. Thus, it holds significant legal 
and legitimate power in providing a solid foundation for a compromise-
based solution to the Kuril Islands dispute.
　　Finally, in assessing the prospects for the conclusion of the peace 
treaty and the likelihood for full normalization of Russia-Japan ties, the 
role of the US as well as the impact of the so-called “China Factor” in the 
two countries’ relations with one another need to be examined and 
thoroughly researched as well. Since the Cold War era, the Soviet Union
（and presently Russia）has been extremely wary of Japan’s close alliance 
with the United States because the absence of a peace treaty could 
potentially allow Japan and the US to intensify their strategic and 
military responses to the perceived Russian threat as well as to deploy 
their military units at the border with Russia. From Russia’s point of 
view, as long as the US-Japan security alliance is in place, there is a 
signifi cant risk that if Russia were to hand over any part of the disputed 
territory to Japan, the US troops or military equipment could be 
deployed there. Recent installations of the US military equipment, most 
notably the planned introduction of the Aegis Ashore missile defense 
system in northern Honshu, only further exacerbated Russia’s suspicions 
and concerns about Japan’s participation in the ongoing US military 
buildup in East Asia, viewing it as a direct threat, despite Abe’s repeated 
assurances to the contrary. The Russian government also expressed its 
discontent when Japan joined the US-led sanction regime, which has been 
imposed on Russia due to the 2014 Ukrainian crisis. According to James 





Brown, an Associate Professor at Temple University’s Japan Campus, 
“Although Japan ensured that its punitive measures were little more than 
symbolic, their introduction nonetheless led to a cooling of relations”
（Brown and Kingston 253）.
　　Considering the impact of China on Russia-Japan relations, some 
Japan’s observers express their concerns about the emergence of a strong 
military alliance between China and Russia potentially posing a threat to 
Japan. As Meyer and Reynolds（2018）suggest, the “China factor” might 
potentially bring Japan and Russia together, arguing that, “While 
determined to stay close to the U. S., Abe’s eager to strike a deal with 
Russia partly to counterbalance China’s growing economic and military 
power in the region.” However, other Japanese observers point at the 
potential cracks in Russia-China ties, predicting that eventual fallout in 
the relationship could be exploited by Japan. They suggest that Russia’s 
growing dependence on China economically and politically would shift the 
balance in Russo-Chinese relations in favor of China, undermining 
Russia’s trust and confi dence and, in turn, weakening the Russian-Chinese 
alliance. Japanese Ambassador Akio Kawato, however, is skeptical about 
“the Japanese illusion” that Russia could become “a reliable 
‘counterbalance’ against China” as “Russia does not want to antagonize 
China for the sake of Japan”（in Inoguchi 182）. Indeed, the possibility of 
Russia breaking away from China and aligning itself with Japan would 
depend not only on a drastic change in Russia’s perception of China, but 
also on the dynamics in Japan’s relations with the United States at that 
time. At present, the outlook for such a scenario remains bleak because 
Russia views China as its most primary strategic partner rather than a 
regional threat; and because the Japan-US military alliance, which Prime 
Minister Abe sees as “indestructible” and “immovable pillar” of regional 
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and global security, remains strong（Japan Today 2020）.
Recent Developments in the Disputed Islands
　　Notwithstanding the ongoing territorial negotiations with Japan, the 
Russian government continues to be committed to the development of the 
disputed southernmost Kuril Islands. This can be witnessed from the 
important upgrades to the islands’ economy and infrastructure that have 
been taking place in the past decade. Since their incorporation into the 
Soviet Union in late 1945 and until the late 1990s, the southern Kuril 
Islands were treated by the Soviet government as an important military 
buffer zone against Japan and its ally, the United States. As a result, 
their economic development was largely neglected. Apart from a limited 
fi shing and canning industry, the Soviet government failed to create and 
support an adequate infrastructure in the islands, and as a result, the 
southern Kurils became polluted and economically depressed.
　　Since the mid─2000s, the Russian government has introduced 
extensive economic and infrastructure development initiatives in the Kuril 
Islands supported by large-scale investment through various federal 
programs. The budget for the initial federal program for the period of 
2007─2015 was set at USD630 million, targeting mostly the development 
of the islands’ energy and transport infrastructure（The Russian 
Ministry for Economic Development）. After its completion, the program 
was replaced with the expanded and upgraded federal targeted program 
for the period of 2016─2025. The government’s support for this new 
program, aimed at “comprehensive socioeconomic development of the 
Kuril Islands,” drastically increased, more than doubling the funding for 
the previous program and reaching 70 billion rubles（approximately 





USD1. 3 billion）（The Russian Government）.
　　Furthermore, underscoring the strategic significance of the 
southernmost Kuril Islands, the Russian government has been 
strengthening the military presence in the territory. Since May 2017, in 
addition to upgrading armaments and military facilities, the government 
has implemented regular military drills, anti-ship missile systems and 
warplane deployment, as well as the construction of the related facilities, 
such as airports, roads, power plants, undersea fiber-optic high-speed 
internet cables, and so on（Meyer & Reynolds 2018）. The Russian side 
insists that the military upgrades in the Kuril Islands are part of the 
regional infrastructure development initiative based on the national 2020 
military rearmament program. However, it can also be observed that the 
ongoing military upgrades in the Kuril Islands and the rest of the RFE 
have likely been initiated by the Russian government in response to the 
United States’, and possibly China’s, accelerating military buildup in the 
APR. Unsurprisingly, Japan has been extremely critical of the ongoing 
remilitarization of the disputed territories and has issued a number of 
diplomatic protests on this matter（The Moscow Times 2016; MOFA 2019, 
136）.
　　Russia’s commitment to the rapid and extensive development of the 
Kuril Islands, as witnessed in the ongoing economic and military 
upgrades of the disputed territories, further undermines a possibility of 
their transfer to Japan in the near future. Another complicating factor is 
the Russian public’s attitude towards any compromise with（let alone a 
possibility of a return of the disputed islands to）Japan remains 
extremely negative. According to the “Kuril Islands” Opinion Poll 
conducted by the Levada Center
（7）
, 78% of the Russian population were 
against the handover of all four islands to Japan; and 71% were against a 
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“compromise” of returning only two smaller islands（which constitute 
about 7% of the total territory of the disputed islands）, Habomai and 
Shikotan, to Japan. In addition, 69% of the Russian public opposed any 
future transfer of sovereignty over the four islands to Japan; and only 
48% saw the peace treaty as important to Russia in its relations with 
Japan（Levada Center, Kurile Islands）. In addition, the regional 
government and the public in the Sakhalin Region, which exercises 
administrative jurisdiction over the disputed islands, continue expressing 
their vehement opposition to any territorial changes as well（Antonova 
2019）. Given the negative disposition of the Russian public, it is highly 
unlikely that President Putin would risk a domestic political backlash and 
a plunge in his public support by yielding to Japan’s territorial demands.
Conclusion: Future Prospects for Russia-Japan ties
　　This year will mark 75 years since WWII ended. However, in spite of 
the efforts by Prime Minister Abe and President Putin to drastically 
improve their countries’ relations in the “historical year 2019,” there has 
been very little visible progress in the bilateral peace treaty talks. Russia 
and Japan are yet to significantly improve their mutual trust and 
conclude a peace treaty that would finally and completely settle their 
WWII-era hostilities and borders. Notwithstanding an active and open 
diplomatic dialogue between the two leaders and various degrees of 
progress in the bilateral ties（most notably in trade and energy 
cooperation）, reaching a full-fledged normalization in Russia-Japan 
（7）　The opinion polls cited on pages 22, 23, and 26 of this paper are the most recent surveys 
of public attitudes, currently available in the two countries.





relations at present remains a diffi  cult prospect.
　　One of the reasons behind a continuing stalemate in the bilateral 
relations is a wide gap in the two countries’ positions on the territorial 
issue and a lack of fl exibility in their policies towards one another. Japan 
continues to maintain a view that the four Kuril Islands are its “inherent 
territories” that were illegally occupied by the Soviet Union in the closing 
days of WWII. According to Natasha Kuhrt, a Russia’s Asia policy expert 
at King’s College London, “as before, Japan will only sign a peace treaty 
once there has been agreement on territorial concessions, while Russia 
insists on signing a peace treaty fi rst, and only then discussing territorial 
issues”（in Tsygankov 263）. Japanese-American expert on Japan-Russia 
relations from Monterey Institute of International Studies, Professor 
Tsuneo Akaha, argues that the lack of progress in the two countries’ 
peace negotiations can largely be attributed to “Japan’s myopic focus on 
the territorial dispute and its failure to appreciate the strategic value, in 
regional and global terms, that it could gain from improved relations 
with Russia”（in Panova and Lukin 20─21）. Concerning the territorial 
negotiations, Russia too has recently hardened its approach vis-à-vis 
Japan. Several Russian government officials and policymakers, including 
Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and the Russian Foreign Ministry’s 
spokeswoman Maria Zakharova, have recently reverted to the view that 
all territorial claims with Japan had already been settled, urging Japan 
to fully and unconditionally recognize the outcome of WWII and the 
resulting Russia’s sovereignty over all of the Kuril Islands as “an 
absolutely indispensable first step to conclude a peace treaty.” Some 
lawmakers further suggested that the pullout of the US troops from 
Japan should become the precondition for Russia’s possible return of the 
disputed islands（The Japan Times, 14 December 2018; Suzuki 2019）.
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　　Indeed, in order for the bilateral relations to truly advance to a 
higher level, both nations should adopt a realistic, “future-oriented 
approach“ vis-à-vis one another, by actively seeking a mutually acceptable 
solution to their territorial row and ultimately concluding the peace 
treaty. Meanwhile, given the persistent differences in the two countries’ 
offi  cial positions on the Kuril territorial dispute, it is diffi  cult to envision 
a breakthrough in the peace treaty negotiations or the territorial 
settlement anytime soon ─ unless the top leaders in Russia and Japan 
would be willing to assume signifi cant political risk by exercising a more 
flexible approach and accepting a compromise in the discussions on the 
territorial dispute and the peace treaty with one another. In the 
meantime, as suggested by Professor Dmitry Streltsov, the Head of the 
Department of Oriental Studies of the MGIMO University and one of the 
leading Russian experts on Russo-Japanese relations, Russia and Japan 
need “to remove the problem of a peace treaty from the center of the 
political agenda and to concentrate on more productive and positive 
issues”（in Panova and Lukin 32）.
　　Although the Russian government does not seem to attach a political 
urgency to the settlement of the Kuril dispute with Japan, in recent 
years, President Putin has made every effort to maintain regular 
meetings with Prime Minister Abe so that their negotiations on the 
outstanding political issues would continue. While maintaining the goal 
of signing a peace treaty and fully normalizing the relations with Japan, 
Russia, however, has been placing a stronger emphasis on the expansion 
of its ties with Japan in the areas outside of the difficult territorial 
discussions.
　　Another factor undermining the prospects for complete normalization 
of Russia-Japan ties in the near future is the enduring negative public 





attitudes and perceptions between the two countries’ peoples who continue 
to display a lack of trust and amicability towards one another. For 
instance, according to the 2016 opinion poll on “Russia’s Friends and 
Enemies” by the Levada Center, the Russian public ranked Japan as the 
fi fth most unfriendly and hostile country toward Russia（Levada Center, 
Russia’s Friends and Enemies）. According to Japan’s Cabinet Office 
Survey conducted in November the same year, 76.9% of the Japanese 
participants did not feel much “affi  nity” towards Russia and 65.2% believed 
that the relations with Russia were “adverse;” however, in the most recent 
survey conducted in October 2018, the results showed that the public 
attitudes towards Russia further deteriorated, with the shares rising to 
78.8% and 71.9%, respectively（The Cabinet Office Surveys 2016, 4─5, and 
2018, 4）. Fortunately, the results also revealed that a majority of 
Russians and Japanese still believed that the continuous development of 
the relations between their nations was vital for their two countries and 
the APR. In fact, the two opinion polls also suggested that, despite their 
negative attitudes towards each other, an important change in the public 
attitudes was taking place with regard to the importance of keeping the 
bilateral relations stable and positive. According to the latest, 2018 
Japanese Cabinet Office Survey, 79.8% of the Japanese responders viewed 
the future development of Russia-Japan ties as important（a slight 
increase from 77.0% in 2016）; while the Russian Levada Center opinion 
poll reported that Russians actually viewed Japan as the fifth most 
important country to Russia（The Cabinet Office Survey 2018, 6; Levada 
Center, Russia’s Friends and Enemies）.
　　Mutual suspicions and lack of trust continue to hinder the prospects 
for a full-fledged improvement of the two countries’ relations. For 
example, while referring to Japan as its important and reliable partner, 
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Russia continues viewing Japan more as a major investor or trade 
partner in helping Russia solve its economic hurdles in the RFE and 
Eastern Siberia, rather than a trustworthy, genuine strategic partner. 
The Russian government has also been critical of Japan’s joining its ally, 
the US, in imposing the economic and technological sanctions on Russia, 
which led to a slow progress in the proposed large-scale joint ventures in 
the RFE and Eastern Siberia. Russia has also been wary of Japan’s 
strengthening its security alliance with the US and its participation in 
the ongoing US military buildup in East Asia. At the same time, Japan is 
also concerned about Russia’s military activities in the disputed 
territories and the RFE, especially Russia’s growing strategic and 
military cooperation with China, which it views as detrimental to its 
national security and possibly to peace and stability in the APR.
　　Despite their remaining diff erences, in recent years, especially during 
the year of 2016 that marked the 60th anniversary of signing the 
Japanese-Soviet Joint Declaration, Russia and Japan have reached a 
remarkable level of political, diplomatic, and economic engagement, 
matched by a drastic increase in the diplomatic activity between the two 
countries. Both leaders also recognize that the absence of a peace treaty 
and the lack of the final border settlement between their nations is 
abnormal and detrimental to their relations as a whole. The latest 
important developments in the two nations’ relations, such as the 
reinvigorated political and security dialogue as well as expanding trade 
and economic cooperation, signal an ongoing important transformation 
in Russia’s and Japan’s policies toward one another. In the long-term 
perspective, these positive, new developments provide hope that the 
Russian and Japanese governments could eventually fi nd a solution to the 
Kuril dispute and conclude the peace treaty based on a mutually-benefi cial 





compromise, which, in Prime Minister Abe’s words, is the two leaders’ 
“common goal” that must be achieved within their generation（President 
of Russia 2018）. Hence, it is crucial that President Putin and Prime 
Minister Abe maintain their personal rapport, continue their constructive 
dialogue, and deepen their countries’ cooperation in the political, strategic, 
economic, cultural and other spheres.
　　Furthermore, Russia and Japan are both important regional and 
global players. Their strengthened strategic and military cooperation ─ 
amid of common security concerns over belligerent North Korea, rising 
military power of China, or other regional and global threats ─ would 
certainly serve the two countries’ national interests. More importantly, 
their improved bilateral ties and solid international cooperation would 
also greatly contribute to peace and stability in the APR and the rest of 
the world.
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